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Brazil’s most populous state, anchored by its largest city and economic driver, has been undergoing
a prolonged drought that is poised to enter a critical phase in 2015. The reservoirs that serve São
Paulo, home to one-fifth of Brazil’s population and responsible for one-third of its GDP, have
been steadily drying up during the last four years. While civil authorities predicted the drought,
state officials did not adequately prepare for its impacts by failing to invest sufficiently in new
infrastructure and reduce water usage by citizens. As a result, São Paulo’s main reservoir could dry
up entirely by July, a prospect that has finally prompted Gov. Geraldo Alckmin (PSDB), who was reelected in Oct. 2014, to announce water restrictions.
While Brazil is generally free of natural disasters like hurricanes, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions,
and tsunamis, different regions have been plagued in its history by excessive drought and drenching
rain. A decades-long drought in the semi-arid northeast during the 1950s and 1960s sent millions
of rural migrants to Brazil’s urban centers in the south and southeast. By contrast, heavy rains
regularly prompt deadly landslides in hilly communities during the summer rainy season, most
notably the 916 killed north of Rio de Janeiro in January 2011 (NotiSur, Feb. 11, 2011). While the
northeast continues to suffer drought in the present day, that condition has finally reached a major
population and economic center, raising both local and national concerns about the future of São
Paulo.
With reservoirs at record lows, on Jan. 8 the state water company imposed fines on customers with
excessive water use. On Jan. 13, a lower-court judge overruled that decision on the grounds that
customers cannot be fined if the state has not publicly declared water restrictions. That impasse
spurred Alckmin to admit publicly for the first time since the onset of the water crisis that de facto
water restrictions have been in place, a phenomenon anecdotally reported in many São Paulo
neighborhoods but unconfirmed by the state government.

Greater São Paulo’s reservoirs dwindle to historic lows
In the most recent measures taken in January, the Cantareira Reservoir System has dropped to
6.3% of its total capacity. As the main source of water for 6.5 million people in greater São Paulo,
the Cantareira it the dominant water supply in this metropolitan area of 20 million. In the last 12
months, it has lost 492 billion liters of water, which corresponds to 49.2% of its volume. Aboveaverage temperatures and below-average rainfall have slowly sapped the water supply to this
critical level, whereby the water system has been drawing on its strategic reserve since May.
Without replenishment and at current consumption rates, the Cantareira’s reserve supply could dry
up within the first three months of 2015.
A lack of steady rainfall is the principal culprit for the Cantareira’s current dry condition. On
average from 1930-2014, winter, dry-season rain delivers 25-50 cubic meters per second, and
summer, wet-season rain delivers 50-75 cubic meters per second into the reservoir system. By
comparison, 2014 was the driest year on record, with every month producing 5-15 cubic meters per
second, or less rain than each of the driest months in the 74-year history of recordkeeping. "Only
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a deluge can save São Paulo," says Vicente Andreu, chief of Brazil’s Agência Nacional de Aguas
(ANA), a federal agency that does not directly administer the state’s water supply.
As recently as late 2013, the Cantareira was at 50% of capacity. Without new inflows of water,
it would last 220 days, according to Rubem Porto, a professor of hydraulic engineering at the
Universidade de São Paulo. He recommends a minimum 550-day supply. Cantareira’s rapid
diminishment has been a harbinger for other reservoirs in greater São Paulo’s water-supply
system, such as the Alto-Tietê, serving 4.5 million people, which tapped its strategic reserve in late
December. As a result, polling agency Datafolha reports that 67% of São Paulo residents indicate
that they have lost water at some point, with many reporting seemingly regular shutoffs during late
night and early morning hours.
Following the recent back-and-forth regarding fines between the Companhia de Saneamento do
Estado de São Paulo (Sabesp), which oversees the water supply, and the court system, Alckmin
publicly declared, "There isn’t rationing in the sense of closing the system and opening it again
tomorrow. This isn’t happening and shouldn’t happen. Now, water restriction, clearly that’s
happening." Following his declaration, the courts approved the fines, which can now equal up to
100% of a customer’s bill depending on how much they overdraw on water compared to their bill
from a year prior.

State government advised of possible drought in 2004
Sabesp is a public-private entity majority owned by the state government of São Paulo, which
holds a 50.26% stake in the utility. When Sabesp assumed control of the Cantareira in 2004, civil
authorities made it clear that overdependence on this fragile reservoir was a top priority. Article 16
of the concession contract stipulated that Sabesp "should, within 30 months, prepare studies and
projects that will reduce dependency on the Cantareira system." However, commentators have
pointed the finger at the state government for not taking more proactive steps in its management of
the water utility.
"The current water crisis is the result of chronic and persistent underinvestment on the part of
public officials in São Paulo as well as lack of oversight of Sabesp," says Jacob Koch, an urban
planning researcher at the Harvard Graduate School of Design. "For too long each side has blamed
the other for lack of a long-term vision for managing and investing in São Paulo’s water system."
While Sabesp did invest R$9.3 billion (US$4 billion) in infrastructure from 1995 to 2013, including 29
new reservoirs and a canal linking the system to a river basin 80 km from São Paulo, such measures
were insufficient given the needs of the thirsty metropolis, especially when not coupled with
concurrent efforts to reduce water usage. São Paulo residents consume, on average, 200 liters of
water per day, whereas the average European consumes only 150 liters. Moreover, the urban heatisland effect generated by the sprawling city reduces the quantity of rain when it does fall, which in
turns often ends up provoking mudslides along deforested hillside rather than channeling into the
reservoirs.
"Investments in water are not sexy to Brazilian politicians and the private water companies make a
comfortable profit maintaining the status quo so why would anything change?" asks Koch. Private
investors hold 49.74% of the utility and, as recently as 2011, they received 43% of the liquid value for
water sales to customers, equal to R$578 million (US$217 million). However, in 2012 and 2013, that
percentage dropped to 27%, which earned them R$534 million (US$201 million).
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At present, the state government is banking its hopes on the São Lourenço Production System, a
project now two years behind. However, experts estimate it will only add 5 cubic meters per second
to the water supply, compared to the 33 cubic meters per second that Cantareira can produce.
Moreover, São Lourenço is just one component of a larger system of upgrades. Alckmin has asked
the federal government for financial assistance to support the R$3.5 billion (US$1.3 billion) package.
A new water secretary who is a trained hydrologist took office in December.
On the consumption side, this month’s announcement of water restrictions is too little, too late
for water experts. The fine for excessive usage is a good first step but should have been done
sooner. Public education campaigns have finally entered into vigor, but could have been preemptive. Customers who reduce consumption can now receive a discount on their water bill, but
that also could have been implemented sooner to head off the current crisis. Metering individual
apartments instead of entire apartment buildings would also encourage individual responsibility for
water usage. Finally, the system as a whole is inefficient, with leaks wasting precious water in the
distribution process.

Water crisis spreads to São Paulo interior, raising economic fears
While Greater São Paulo has suffered the brunt of the drought, 32 municipalities in São Paulo
state now consider themselves in a water crisis, adding another 4.8 million people to the affected
population. The largest of those municipalities, the university hub Campinas, is home to 1 million
people. City officials are considering adopting a water-rationing plan that was first prepared last
year but shelved.
Thus far, the state economy has weathered the crisis well. Agricultural production was not as low
as initially feared and far from the disaster levels that have devastated the fields of the droughtstricken northeast. Industrial production, which drives the state economy, accounts for only 15% of
water usage and has largely adapted to the new reality.
However, economists fear that hydropower, which provides 80% of the state’s electricity, will
diminish given the lack of water. Electricity rationing could have a profound impact on the economy,
a flashback to 2001 (NotiSur, June 29, 2001), when authorities implemented a mandatory electricity
cut of 20%. In today’s economy, such a move would reduce GDP growth by 0.5% in 2015, according
to Artur Passos of Itaú BBA. In a national economy already staring at the brink of recession, such a
possibility is very unwelcome news.
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